"Wait, wait a little, " looking at his watch. He wanted his child to be the first newborn of the year. He thought all the luck in the world would rush toward him if that happened. His store had been in the red for several months. Winter was far from over, but there were only a few charcoal briquettes left. The hospital announced that they would offer free pediatric care to the country's first newborn if it were born in their obstetric clinic. My sister was born on December 31st at 11:34 p.m. "Would've been great if she' d been born thirty minutes later . . . , " father told the nurse. "Don't worry. There's one more to come, " she replied. Upon hearing this, father shouted "A little quicker!" checking his watch. I was born on January 1st at 0:31 a.m. "Would've been great if it had been born thirty minutes earlier, wouldn't it?" This time it was the nurse who said this to father.
Mother was transferred to the intensive care unit immediately.
Father sat beside her while she was wearing an oxygen mask and told her about his childhood. Grandfather was the owner of a rather and kendo, according to his father's wishes. For father, who was born premature at eight months and grew up sickly, sports were really beyond his ability. As they became more intense, father's stammering got worse. "It's strange. I can't talk when I see my father's face. But I said these last words just fine: 'I'm leaving home. I won't come back. ' I didn't stutter at all. " Father continued stroking mother's hair.
Mother was never able to hold in her arms the two daughters she delivered. After the funeral, father returned to his hometown with my sister on his back and me on his chest. Ten years had passed since he left. Grandfather still owned the nightclub. "I will work hard, " father said without stammering. Grandfather held his young granddaughters, one on each knee. My sister and I immediately pooped and started crying at the same time. Grandfather, who especially hated the sound of babies crying, handed over the keys to an apartment he had bought for a bar owner he was dating, and said, "Go live on your own with your babies. " Grandfather never could tell my sister and me apart until the day he died.
Father was always busy. He had to report the previous day's profits to grandfather, and every time, his father railed at him: "Bastard!" His half-brothers each had their cut and so business at the nightclub did not fare well. Father had seven half-brothers, each from a different mother. One of them manufactured fake foreign booze and sold it at the club. Another cooked up cheap snacks and sold them there for a fivefold profit. Yet another got commissions for recruiting singers for the nightclub. Whenever someone said anything bad about his brothers, father would never forget that he was the responsible one, the eldest of all the sons. But his brothers didn't care. Each was the eldest son of his mother.
It was Nurungji Granny who raised us. She had lived next door and she loved the scorched and dried rice from the bottom of the pot-nurungji-so my sister named her Nurungji Granny. Nurungji Granny's eldest son ran off in the middle of the night to avoid paying a debt of several billion won ($1 million). Granny was away seeing the spring flowers with her neighborhood friends that day. She was carrying bananas she bought for her grandson. She rang our doorbell instead of her own. And she fed us the bananas instead. Nurungji Granny often dozed off: while eating, while watching TV, and even while sitting on the toilet. So we learned to play silently. We threw out toys that made loud noises. My sister was my toy, and I was hers. When people asked, "Who is older?" we replied in one voice, "I. " When asked again, "Then, who's younger?" we pointed to the other with a finger: "She is. " When my sister walked, I walked behind her mimicking her. When I drew, she sat next to me and drew the same picture. We called this "shadow play. "
Nurungji Granny handed us sugar-coated nurungji and said, "It's confusing, so confusing. " Nurungji Granny caressed our cheeks and murmured her grandson's name. She repeated "confusing" so many times that her memory seemed all tangled up. We stopped playing the game when she was around. But her mistakes didn't stop. She coated nurungji with salt instead of sugar, and put vinegar in the soup instead of soy sauce. Her food wasn't tasty, so we drank milk instead. We drank a liter of milk a day, and grew up tall.
There was a big rug rolled out in the living room. It had patterns of circles, squares, and triangles. We had our own rules when walking on this rug. My sister must not step on the red, and I must not step on the green. It was difficult to walk on the carpet without stepping on the red or the green. We couldn't help falling over when walking on tiptoe. Father didn't know the rules to our game and took us to a traditional doctor. "My children cannot walk straight. Grandfather's last word as he lay in the hospital bed was "There. "
His sons had asked Grandfather, who was short of breath, "Where is your will? Where did you put it?" Grandfather pointed to the hospital ceiling and said, "There . . . , " and could not continue.
While Father attended the funeral, the other seven sons searched something you don't expect a big guy to do. We bought a pack of four hard-boiled eggs, split it in two, and ate them. Q drank a soda and let out a burp. When I told him I never burped in front of people, Q handed me the soda and said, "Drink this and try. " I finished it off and let out a long burp. The man sitting in front of me turned around and stared at me. It was refreshing. I became friends with Q.
Q had been working as a driver for the subway. He really wanted to be a locomotive engineer but this was the closest job he could find.
Q's father, who lost a leg in a train accident, threw a big party for the villagers when Q became a subway driver. The villagers smiled and said that trains and subways are almost the same. They drank more than Q's monthly salary could cover. Q went through more than a pack of chewing gum everyday at work. His heart shrank and he felt claustrophobic passing through the narrow dark tunnels.
Many people attempted suicide on the subway rails as the economy staggered. A woman threw herself off the subway platform around the time he hit the one-year mark at his job. She was wearing a blue blouse and black skirt. Q's eyes met the woman's for a split second before she jumped. "I will never be able to forget her eyes. I see them so vividly whenever I close mine. " Q's pupils grew in anxiety and before I knew it, I was holding his hands to calm him down.
I got off at Q's stop. "No luggage?" I smiled and showed him my empty hands. "I have nothing. " Then I remembered that I hadn't locked the front door of the house in city D. But there was nothing to worry about even if a thief came. Things at home would stay as they were for several months and then eventually start to lose their colors. Q hired me as an assistant to the chef in a Chinese restaurant. His cousin had entrusted Q with the restaurant when he left to go abroad. I tend not to cry easily, so I was fine skinning onions. The chef, who' d worked in Chinese restaurants from the age of fifteen, cried like a baby when he peeled them.
After work, we sat in the kitchen and drank half a bottle of sojuthe clear strong spirit. All we had for munchies was leftover broth from spicy Chinese noodles. Q suffered from insomnia. I advised him to not to stare at the customers with his red eyes. "We don't have many customers to start with, and you' d scare them away. " At this, the chef looked at me askance. He seemed to know that the lack of customers was a direct consequence of his bad food. On rainy days, Q made mandu dumplings for me. Q's dumplings with meat were really tasty. Q had been a crybaby when he was little, but would stop crying when he heard the word mandu. "They are really delicious. You would make a good business with these, " I told him as I swallowed the hot dumpling that almost burned the inside of my mouth. He smiled forlornly. "These are nothing compared to the mandu my mother made for me for over twenty years. " I used a jjimjilbang-public bathhouse and sauna-as my home base. They gave a twenty percent discount if you paid one month's fee in advance. Every day I slept tight after taking a bath. I didn't desire anything that didn't fit into my locker at the bathhouse. New appliances didn't tempt me, or pretty clothes.
One day I stepped on someone's foot while walking out of the bath. "I'm sorry!" She nodded as if to say she was okay, and she W's mother was quite a famous actress. She first got some notice playing the role of a depressed housewife struggling to protect her ruined family from her husband's infidelity. W told me that she was born before her mother became an actress. She smiled, twitching the corners of her lips, and said that no one knows of her existence except her mother and grandmother. "No, now that my grandmother passed away, so long as my mother keeps her mouth shut, nobody knows I exist!" she murmured, as if to herself, looking into the empty distance.
W and the actress don't look at all alike. "Her father may have been ugly, " I conjectured while listening to W talk. As her mother became more famous, W became more ghost-like. On the day her mother won an award for acting two years ago, W was walking on the street and was startled to realize that her shadow had disappeared.
W and I paid frequent visits to naengmyŏn noodle places. We soaked our bodies for about thirty minutes in the hot tub, then we went out with dishevelled wet hair to look for a cold and spicy noodle place. W could eat spicy food well. "These hot foods clear my head completely. " W put a steady stream of chewy noodles into her mouth. W told me that she felt alive when spicy food slipped down her esophagus. W always carried super-spicy hot sauce that she made herself. When naengmyŏn was served, she added her sauce to the noodles before eating them. I started to add W's hot sauce too. We breathed with our burning tongues stuck out. I lost a bit of weight too, so it might be true what they say, that pepper powder helps you diet.
On days when the restaurant was closed, Q came to the jjimjilbang. While W was at work, Q and I learned yoga and jazz dance. We bought and drank sikhye rice drinks when we were thirsty. They were too sweet, but cleared up the chest when they were chilled until slightly frozen. As the number of families visiting the jjimjilbang increased, they added a room for various games. When W finished work, the three of us went there and played word games.
We also played the game where people had to guess the number of fruits, or the one where you had to catch the running pig. Customers sat at the round table and rolled dice. When the blocks were knocked down, people cheered: "Wow!" Toy hammers made sounds here and there as they hit an object. Q said that he doesn't like games that don't involve betting. So we bet one thousand won per game. I lost thirty thousand won in one day. The person who won most of the money at the end of the day bought seaweed soup for all. "Why do people sell seaweed soup at bathhouses?" I asked the woman who ran the kiosk, but she didn't give me an answer. After finishing the seaweed soup, we went our separate ways and had a relaxing nap.
We were not interested in the weather outside. We never watched a weather forecast. Q stepped on W's ankle when she was lying down, The girl looked around to make sure no one else overheard. The more I listened to her, the more real the treasure felt. Why else would she have taken only the map when running away from home? We couldn't sleep all night. The next day I concluded, "The world doesn't collapse just because you believe in a lie. " Q's thought was, "If we indeed find the treasure, we divide it equally in fours. " W took a long look into Q's face and mine: "All three of us are very bored right now. " Q said we had to know how to drive just in case. Seizing upon his advice, W and I learned how to drive. It took two whole months to get a driver's license. Meanwhile, every morning we climbed up the hill behind the village. According to the map we' d seen, the treasure was buried on top of a mountain. It would require physical strength to carry the treasure down on our backs, we thought. At first, we could go only as far as the mineral water spring, but several days later we could reach the top without being short of breath. I realized, after getting up early in the mornings, that early mornings are more invigorating than I had imagined. While we climbed the hill and learned to drive, the high school girl took up the task of finding out which mountain was described on the map. Q bought a used truck through his old friend from middle school. It had four seats. We went to the mountaineering store and bought four backpacks. Q said that he always wanted to have a sleeping bag, so we bought him one as a present. Q went to the hill that night and did not come back. "This sleeping bag is really warm. " Next morning when Q came back from the hill, there were scores of mosquito bites on his face. At the end of the long rainy season, we finally left, loaded down with two shovels and two pickaxes.
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The truck stank of tobacco smoke. The air conditioning wasn't working. When we rolled the window down, bugs swarmed in. Q stuck his head out the window and spat. "Do you want me to take over?" W asked. Q nodded and pulled the truck over to the side of the road. When W was about to move to the driver's seat, the girl asked, "By the way, didn't you two get second-class driver's licenses for passenger cars?" W and I answered in one voice "Yes, we were told that was the easiest to get. Is there a problem?" Upon hearing this, Q started swearing into the air: "Stupid!!" After turning off the highway, the high school girl started navigating. "Turn right. Go straight for a while, and there will be a Y-shaped fork in the road. " Q turned right, following the directions.
But the Y-shaped fork never appeared, however long we drove up the road. The girl ordered Q to stop the car and ran to the streetlight because the interior light in the truck would not turn on. The girl came back after a while said with a smile, "I'm sorry. We had to make a left turn at the last three-way junction. " Q stuck out his head out the window and swore, "You stupid . . . !"
The truck traveled along the unpaved road for a long while.
Every time it rattled, W got a hacking cough. When she was about 
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Azalea to spit phlegm out the window, the truck stopped. The noisy engine fell dead silent. "Be honest with me. How much did you pay for the truck?" I asked while kicking the tire. "Eight hundred thousand won ($800) . . . , " answered Q, running both hands over his face as if scrubbing it. According to the girl's map, we' d reach the foot of the hill in about ten kilometers. We each grabbed either a shovel or a pickaxe and started walking in the dark. Q was swearing privately at his friend who sold him the truck. "I didn't pay back a two-millionwon ($1,000) debt so you took vengeance on me, you bastard!" Upon hearing this, we all started blaming Q in unison. A whistling sound came from the mountain, chilling us to the bone. "It's a bird.
Really. I saw it on TV once, " whispered W, and she whistled in reply.
We reached the foot of the hill as the sky started to brighten.
We prayed as we watched the sun rising between the peaks. I felt red-hot energy welling up from inside my chest. I was never so thrilled in my life. At that moment, the high school girl who stood next to me asked, "Why is your face so red?" We hid our shovels and pickaxes under the leaf litter and went to a nearby village. One must eat well before starting work. We knocked on the door of a restaurant that advertised "free-range chicken. " A man in pajamas opened the door. "If you can fix a chicken dish in an hour, we'll pay double. " We made this absurd deal because Q has temper tantrums when he gets hungry. The restaurant owner went out to grab some chickens, and his wife started to set the table without even washing her face or combing her hair. The food was brought out exactly fifty-six minutes from the time we placed the order. We ate the two chickens in ten minutes flat.
The hill was steep. The pickaxes were too heavy, and the long handles were bothersome when were climbing. "You know, wouldn't shovels be enough? The ground isn't that hard . . . " We abandoned the two pickaxes halfway up the hill. Just in case, we hid them under some leaves and marked the location with a red handkerchief tied to a tree. The girl made a note in her book: halfway up, red handkerchief on a tree, three meters east.
W found a telescope. When she heard a bird sing, W stopped walking and took out the telescope. She started searching for the tree where the chirping was coming from. Because of W, our uphill journey became even slower. The girl found a hat hanging on a branch, high up out of reach. She borrowed W's telescope to examine the hat and said, "It's the brand I like. " We picked up rocks and threw them at the hat. It almost seemed to fall from the branch several times, but didn't. Only after we promised to buy her the same hat when we returned home did the girl give up.
Finally, we found the three big rocks near the summit that were drawn on the map. "Now, let's smoke a cigarette to celebrate. " The girl produced a pack of cigarettes from her backpack. We sat on the rocks in a circle and smoked. We-W, Q, and I-had never smoked before. W, Q, and I were each sitting on one of the three rocks, and then we got up and took one, two, three, four equal steps toward the center. The girl drew a circle where the three of us met. "Let's dig!" Digging wasn't easy. W and I dug first. Blisters quickly appeared on our palms. We dug down to knee height but found nothing.
We were out of breath. Between the two of us, we finished one and a half liters of water in one sitting. While Q and the girl dug, W and I had fun looking through the telescope. "There's something out there. " W pointed at a spot about 100 meters in front of us. It was hidden by leaves so it was difficult to make out any details. Downhill was steep going, but we slowly descended by holding onto branches. I slid and stepped on an orange flower. Startled bees buzzed around. What was hidden under the leaves was a mountaineering shoe. Not far from the shoe, we also found a pair of sunglasses. "How are they? Do they look good on me?" I looked up wearing the sunglasses. "They look great!" W applauded.
A big rock appeared after we had dug down about a meter. It was entangled in tree roots. I threw the newly found shoe and the sunglasses into the hole we dug. W tossed the telescope in. The girl laid down the pack of cigarettes and the lighter. Then she took out the notepad, ripped out the page where she had written down the I chipped in with the money I earned working at the travel agency, and W contributed her income from working part time at the bathhouse. We painted the walls and laid non-slip tiles on the floor. We found an expired lottery ticket at the bottom of the safe.
The four of us gathered together around and scratched it. First, we verified the winning money. One hundred thousand won ($100). The winning number was 5. W moved the coin slowly over the surface.
The number 5 slowly revealed itself. "What a pity! If only it hadn't expired, " the girl said over and over again. Q stuck the lottery ticket on the wall next to the cash register. "This will bring us good luck. "
The high school girl took a bite of Q's dumplings and gave him a word of advice. "They would be better with thinner skin. Thinner but chewy skin would be perfect. " Q didn't leave the kitchen for three days after hearing this. He mixed more than five big bags of flour to produce a thinner skin. The girl commented on W's noodles. "Our selling point is the spiciness. How about we sell not just one kind, but different kinds of noodles rated by the degrees of spiciness?" We accepted her advice and came up with four different kinds of noodles: not spicy, slightly spicy, very spicy, and crazy spicy. The girl came up with the name "crazy spicy. "
People lined up to eat the dumplings. Those who tasted the spicy noodles left their comments: "I've never had anything this spicy. " Once in a while, there were people who ordered crazy spicy noodles. We advertised that the food would be free for those who could eat more than two servings of crazy spicy noodles. Several have tried, but so far no one has succeeded. We did not let the high school girl work in the evenings. Instead, we sent her to a school to get her high school equivalency. She finished the entire high school program in a year and entered college the following year. "She got her brains from me, " W, Q, and I each claimed. The three of us collected money to pay her tuition. Dumpling shops mimicking ours began to spring up. But at no place else did they taste like ours.
When the girl graduated from college, our assets increased to four small apartments and four small cars.
When the nights felt long, I' d go driving out on the highway. My only hobby was to drive for a while, pick a rest stop that attracted me, and order an ŏmuk-fish cake soup. I put up a map of the whole country in my room and circled in red the rest stops that had good fish cake soup. Once, while driving at night, I went back to my hometown of D despite myself. Children's clothes were hung out on
